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This Bible talk and workshop explores the subtle yet profound dangers 
posed by unwritten creeds within religious communities. It argues that 
every faith group develops unarticulated beliefs that shape its identity 
and understanding, often diverging from the core teachings of the New 
Testament. 
 
The presentation emphasizes that these unwritten creeds can lead to 
institutional stasis, where communities resist questioning inherited 
beliefs. The workshop examines thirteen biblical texts frequently 
misapplied to silence truth-seekers, demonstrating how these passages 
protect community cohesion rather than genuine theological integrity. 

Participants are encouraged to recognize the distinction between 
protecting tradition and adhering to scriptural truth. The goal is to foster 
an environment where careful biblical inquiry is valued, allowing for 
authentic engagement with the New Testament’s demands. Ultimately, 
the talk advocates for a return to the New Testament’s urgency and 
prophetic fulfillment, challenging participants to reflect on their 
community’s interpretive frameworks and the implications for their faith 
journeys. 
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Preface 

 
In the journey of faith, communities often forge unspoken 
beliefs—unwritten creeds—that shape their identity and 
understanding of truth. These creeds, while not formally 
articulated, can exert a powerful influence, guiding what is 
deemed acceptable and what remains unexamined. This talk, 
“The Hidden Dangers of the Unwritten Creed,” invites 
participants to explore the subtle yet profound implications of 
these unwritten beliefs within religious communities. 
 
As we delve into this subject, we will examine how these creeds 
can lead to institutional stasis, where the pressure to conform 
stifles genuine inquiry and the pursuit of truth. In this workshop, 
we will scrutinize thirteen biblical texts that have been 
misapplied to silence those who seek deeper understanding, 
revealing how such interpretations may protect community 
cohesion at the expense of theological integrity. 
 
The aim is not merely to identify these dangers but to foster an 
environment where careful biblical inquiry is encouraged and 
valued. By returning to the New Testament’s urgent call for 
truth, we can challenge ourselves to reflect on our own  
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interpretive frameworks and ensure that our faith remains 
vibrant and aligned with the teachings of Scripture. This 
exploration is a call to engage authentically with our beliefs and 
to navigate the complexities of faith with humility, courage, and 
a commitment to the truth. 
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Introduction 
 

very religious community, without exception, 
develops beliefs that are never formally stated. 
Some of these are peripheral — matters of culture 
and habit. But some are load-bearing. They hold 
the community’s essential shape together. They 

determine what questions feel safe to ask and which ones feel 
disloyal. They establish, quietly and without announcement, the 
boundaries of acceptable understanding. 
 
This is not a description of corruption. It is a description of how 
human communities function. Groups cohere around shared 
assumptions. They reproduce their shape across generations.  
 
They experience challenges to that shape as threats to their 
identity — and they respond accordingly, usually without any 
conscious awareness that this is what they are doing. 
 
The danger this talk addresses is not the danger of bad people 
doing harmful things. It is the quieter and more pervasive danger 
of institutional stasis — of a community’s accumulated shape 
diverging, gradually and almost imperceptibly, from the 
contours that the New Testament itself demands. When that 
divergence occurs, the unwritten creed becomes the mechanism 
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by which it is maintained. Not by decree. Not by conspiracy. 
Simply by the ordinary pressure of belonging. 
 
The person at risk is the genuine truth-seeker — the one who 
reads carefully enough to sense that something is missing, but 
finds no language for it in the community around them, because 
the community’s shape does not include what is absent. That is 
where the hidden danger lives. 
 

What an Unwritten Creed Is — and Is Not 
 
An unwritten creed is not a secret. Secrets are known to 
someone and deliberately withheld. An unwritten creed, in its 
most common form, is something more subtle: it is the belief 
that is so thoroughly assumed that it no longer needs to be 
stated. It operates below the level of conscious articulation. It is 
expressed not in what a community teaches, but in what it never 
thinks to question. 
 
An unwritten creed can also be a vacancy — the absence of a 
teaching that was once present, whose disappearance has been 
so gradual, and whose loss has been so thoroughly absorbed into 
the community’s normal life, that no one experiences the gap as 
a gap. The territory that was once inhabited becomes unfamiliar. 
Given enough time, it becomes foreign. What was once the 
community’s own inheritance can eventually look, to those 
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living within it, like an eccentric innovation introduced from 
outside. 
 
In either form — the unexamined assumption or the unnoticed 
vacancy — the unwritten creed functions the same way: it 
shapes what is thinkable, what is discussable, and what kinds of 
conclusions a careful reader is permitted to reach while 
remaining within the community’s fellowship. 
 
The New Testament, however, is not obligated to conform itself 
to the shape of any particular community. It has its own voice. It 
makes its own demands. And it does not soften those demands 
to accommodate what a tradition has grown comfortable 
believing. 
 

The Logic of Institutional Stasis 
 
Communities do not set out to ossify. Stasis is rarely chosen; it 
accumulates. A tradition begins with living questions vigorously 
pursued. Over time, those questions receive answers that 
become standard. The standard answers are passed on. The 
generation that receives them inherits conclusions without 
inheriting the inquiry that produced them. Gradually, the 
conclusions become the starting point rather than the destination 
— and the questions that led to them are no longer regularly 
asked. 
 

3 



This process is not malicious. In many ways it is entirely 
understandable. Communities need coherence. They need to be 
able to form and catechize the next generation. They need a 
shared language and a shared frame of reference. These are 
genuine goods. The problem is not that communities develop 
stable forms, but that those forms can take on a life of their own 
— demanding allegiance not because they conform to the New 
Testament’s own voice, but simply because they are what the 
community has always believed. 
 
When a community reaches that point, the unwritten creed has 
effectively become the arbiter of what the Bible is allowed to 
mean. New Testament passages that fit the existing shape are 
read naturally and applied readily. Passages that do not fit — 
passages that push in a different direction, that insist on 
conclusions the community has not made room for — are either 
passed over in silence, received but neutralized by layers of 
reinterpretation, or experienced as threatening rather than 
illuminating. 
 
No one in this process is necessarily acting in bad faith. The 
elder who deflects an uncomfortable question, the teacher who 
steers a class away from an awkward text, the community that 
falls silent when a subject becomes too disruptive — these are 
people protecting something they love, in the only way they 
know how. Understanding this is essential. The response to 
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institutional stasis is not indignation. It is the patient, generous, 
documented recovery of what has been lost. 
 

Three Expressions of the Same Problem 
 
The following communities are examined not as cautionary 
examples of other people’s failures, but as case studies in a 
universal phenomenon. Every Christian tradition — including 
the most recently formed — is susceptible to the same dynamic. 
The question is always: whose shape is being defended, and at 
what cost to the New Testament’s own demands? 
 

The Restoration Movement:  
A Borrowed Lens and Its Consequences 

 
The Restoration Movement began with a genuine and admirable 
impulse: to set aside accumulated ecclesiastical tradition and 
return to the New Testament as the sole authority for Christian 
faith and practice. Thomas and Alexander Campbell were 
serious scholars and honest men. Their instinct was sound. But 
every reform movement inherits the hermeneutical furniture of 
its own moment — and the Campbells, for all their iconoclasm, 
never paused to question two assumptions they had received 
wholesale from Protestant Amillennialism. 
 
The first was the eschatological framework itself, which they 
left largely undisturbed. The second was the virulent 
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anti-Roman Catholicism that had become, across Protestant 
traditions, the default interpretive key for New Testament 
prophecy. This was not a peripheral prejudice. It was a complete 
hermeneutical substitution: the Second Jewish Commonwealth 
— the actual historical world in which Jesus taught, in which the 
apostles wrote, and toward which the New Testament’s 
prophetic urgency was directed — had been systematically 
displaced and replaced by Rome in its ecclesiastical form. 
 
The effect on reading was total. When a Restoration Movement 
teacher opened the Synoptic Gospels, the lens in place told them 
that the audience and milieu, beneath the surface of first-century 
Palestine, was essentially a Catholic one. The Pharisees became 
precursors of hierarchical priestcraft. The Temple establishment 
prefigured Roman ecclesiastical corruption. The warnings Jesus 
issued to His generation were received as warnings aimed, 
across the centuries, at papal Rome. And when the reader 
reached the Book of Revelation, the entire prophetic apparatus 
— the Harlot, Babylon, the Beast, the great city — was 
understood not as a document about the end of the Jewish world 
in the first century, but as a detailed account of the ultimate 
historical fate of the Roman Catholic institution. 
 
This lens produces a coherent narrative. That is precisely what 
makes it so durable. It connects texts, generates applications, 
and gives readers the satisfying sense that they understand what 
the Bible is about. The problem is that it is a narrative about the 
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wrong civilization, the wrong century, and the wrong antagonist. 
It takes the prophetic urgency that the New Testament directs 
toward the imminent collapse of the Second Jewish 
Commonwealth and relocates it anachronistically across more 
than a millennium of European ecclesiastical history — 
imposing a Catholic context onto documents that were written 
before Catholicism existed. 
 
Because the Campbells never interrogated this substrate — only 
the ecclesiastical conclusions other Protestants had drawn from 
it — the Restoration Movement inherited the distortion fully 
intact while genuinely believing it had returned to the Bible 
alone. The unwritten creed was in place before the movement 
began. It was never named as a creed because it was never 
experienced as one. It was simply the way the New Testament 
looked when you read it. 
 

The Cost of Seeing What the Tradition Cannot See 
 
When a careful reader within the Restoration tradition begins to 
see through this lens — when they recognize that Revelation’s 
imagery is deeply Jewish, that its urgency belongs to the first 
century, that the Harlot city is not medieval Rome but 
first-century Jerusalem, that the entire prophetic framework is 
anchored in the end of the Mosaic era rather than the history of 
the papacy — they have crossed a threshold that their 
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community has not crossed with them. And that asymmetry is 
where the real danger begins. 
 
The discovery itself feels like clarity. But the moment it is 
shared, it does not land as clarity. It lands as a threat — not 
because the people receiving it are hostile to truth, but because 
what the discovery actually threatens is the entire hermeneutical 
lens through which the tradition reads the Bible. Every sermon 
preached from that framework, every class taught, every 
conversion made through evangelistic materials built on those 
assumptions — all of it is implicitly called into question by a 
finding that the tradition has no category for. 
 
The community’s response is therefore disproportionate to what 
the individual did — which was simply read carefully. But the 
response is not calibrated to the person. It is calibrated to the 
existential scale of what the discovery threatens. The blowback 
comes swiftly and often severely: interdiction, censorship, 
ultimatums, and in many cases disfellowship. The instruments of 
stasis-defense activate. And the sharer — who brought nothing 
but a more careful reading of the text — finds themselves cast as 
the source of the disruption, rather than the centuries of inherited 
distortion that made the disruption inevitable. 
 
The chaos that follows is not metaphorical. Marriages in which 
spouses are at different points of understanding fracture along 
that fault line. Friendships that have spanned decades divide. 
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Congregations that were functionally unified polarize almost 
overnight. Elders convene. Accusations of pride, 
novelty-seeking, and deception circulate. People who have not 
had time to think are forced to choose sides. The social fabric of 
a community — which may represent someone’s entire 
relational world — tears in real time. And the person who spoke 
the truth watches all of it happen, bearing the weight of being 
blamed for a rupture they did not cause. 
 
This is the pastoral reality that anyone approaching this territory 
must reckon with honestly. Asymmetrical discovery — one 
person crossing a threshold the group has not — almost always 
forebodes trouble. The possibility for strife is directly 
proportional to the asymmetry. If a community moves together, 
reexamining its inherited lens collectively, there is the 
possibility of reformation. If one person moves alone, there is 
almost always rupture. 
 
This creates a burden of wisdom that the discovery itself does 
not automatically confer. Knowing something true is not the 
same as knowing how, when, or whether to share it. The truth 
about the New Testament’s prophetic fulfillment is not served by 
a confrontation that leaves everyone wounded and the 
community in ruins. The question a truth-seeker must honestly 
ask is not only whether what they have found is right — but 
what witness their sharing of it will actually produce. 
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There are situations in which the most faithful course is to walk 
away rather than fight a battle that cannot, in that soil, be won. 
This is not cowardice. It is the recognition that a gut-wrenching, 
protracted conflict over what constitutes a truthful paradigm — 
conducted in a community whose entire institutional shape 
depends on the paradigm not changing — rarely ends in 
reformation. It ends in exile, bitterness, and damage to people 
who deserved better. The person who grieves what cannot be 
changed and goes to find ground where they can stand with 
integrity may do far more for the recovery of this territory than 
the one who stayed and lost everything in a fight the truth itself 
did not require. 
 
None of this diminishes the seriousness of what the Restoration 
tradition has inherited. The substitution of anti-Catholic 
hermeneutics for genuine Second Jewish Commonwealth 
eschatology is a profound distortion, and it has consequences for 
how an entire tradition reads the New Testament. But the people 
within that tradition are not its architects. They received what 
was given to them, in good faith, from people who received it 
the same way. They deserve patient invitation, not verdict. 
 
Orthodox Christianity: The Vacancy That Became the Shape 
 
The Eastern Orthodox situation illustrates with particular clarity 
the second form of the unwritten creed: the vacancy that has 
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been so thoroughly incorporated into institutional life that it is 
no longer experienced as a vacancy at all. 
 
For the first Christian centuries, the Book of Revelation was 
understood as a document of urgent prophetic relevance. As 
centuries passed and the anticipated cosmic framework did not 
materialize on the terms that had been expected — as Rome fell 
not to divine judgment but to the slow pressures of time, and as 
Constantinople fell to Ottoman conquest in 1453 — the 
theological framework that had oriented apocalyptic expectation 
came under pressure it could not easily absorb. 
 
The institutional response was gradual withdrawal. Revelation 
was removed from the lectionary. It ceased to be read in public 
worship. It was not formally condemned — it remained 
canonical. But it was, in practical terms, set aside. The 
community’s shape adjusted itself to life without it. 
 
What this means for the Orthodox Christian today is not that 
something has been deliberately hidden from them. It means that 
the prophetic and thematic content of Revelation — its deep 
engagement with first-century Jewish history, its sustained 
attention to the end of the Mosaic era, its vocabulary of 
judgment anchored in the events of 62–136 CE — is now 
genuinely unfamiliar territory. Not forbidden. Not suppressed. 
Simply absent from the tradition’s formed life. The maps were 
not destroyed; they were simply never passed on. And those 
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who have grown up without them cannot be expected to know 
what they are missing. 
 
The promise of Revelation 1:3 — that those who read, hear, and 
keep what is written in it will be blessed — was not conditional 
on the ecclesiastical decisions of later centuries. The book itself 
has never changed. What has changed is whether communities 
position their members to receive what it offers. When an 
institution’s stasis has created a shape that excludes a canonical 
book’s living contribution, that is a serious gap between the 
tradition’s form and the New Testament’s demands. 
 

Evangelical Eschatology: Complexity as a Form of Stasis 
 
Evangelical Christianity has addressed the eschatological 
challenge through a different institutional strategy: not silence, 
but the multiplication of interpretive options. The standard 
taxonomy — Amillennialism, Postmillennialism, Historicism, 
Premillennialism — is regularly presented as evidence of 
theological openness, of a tradition willing to sit with difficult 
questions rather than forcing premature resolution. 
 
But there is a shared assumption underlying all four positions 
that is rarely named as such: that the New Testament’s own 
language about timing requires reinterpretation. When Jesus 
declared that this generation would not pass away until all these 
things took place, when He promised that some standing with 
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Him would not taste death before seeing the kingdom come in 
power, when He instructed His disciples that they would not 
finish preaching through the cities of Israel before He came — 
these statements present a difficulty for all four conventional 
views, because all four require that the timing cannot mean what 
it straightforwardly appears to say. 
 
The reinterpretive instinct is itself the unwritten creed. It is not 
examined because it is the common ground beneath all the 
examined options. The four views produce the appearance of 
serious engagement with eschatological questions while leaving 
the most structurally important question — what does the New 
Testament’s own insistence on imminence actually mean? — 
effectively outside the range of permissible conclusions. 
 
A reader who follows the New Testament’s timing language 
where it leads — to the conclusion that Jesus was describing 
events that would be fulfilled within the lifespan of His 
contemporaries, events that were fulfilled within the transition 
period from 62 to 136 CE — does not find a home in any of the 
four views. The tradition’s shape has not made room for the 
conclusion that the text itself appears to demand. That is the 
hidden danger for the truth-seeker who reads carefully enough to 
reach it. 
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The Watch Tower: When Stasis Is Structurally Enforced 
 
In most communities, institutional stasis is an emergent property 
— the unintended result of ordinary social and generational 
dynamics. In the Watch Tower organization, the dynamic has 
been more deliberately structured, though it is important to keep 
the distinction between leadership and membership clearly in 
view. 
Rank-and-file Jehovah’s Witnesses are, in many cases, people of 
genuine faith and remarkable personal sacrifice. They give 
substantially of their time, their resources, and their relational 
lives out of sincere devotion to what they understand to be 
biblical truth. That sincerity is real and should be honored. 
 
What the organization’s structure has consistently discouraged, 
however, is the independent verification that genuine faith 
requires. Critical examination of the organization’s claims has 
been framed, systematically, as a form of spiritual disloyalty — 
as though the act of checking a teaching against its sources were 
itself a sign of faithlessness. The result is that sincere, 
well-meaning people hold beliefs that have never been carefully 
tested: among them, that the divine name “Jehovah” appears in 
first-century manuscripts (it does not; it is a medieval Latin 
construction), and that specific predictions tied to the year 1914 
have been historically confirmed (they have not, in the manner 
predicted). 
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The unwritten creed here is not a vacant territory but an 
enforced stability: the community’s shape is maintained by 
ensuring that the questions which would most destabilize it are 
associated, in members’ minds, with spiritual danger rather than 
intellectual integrity. A member who begins to ask those 
questions faces not just theological uncertainty but the loss of 
every relationship the organization has given them. That is a 
profound burden to place on someone whose only instinct was to 
read more carefully. 
 

What the New Testament’s Own Voice Demands 
 
The territory that has been vacated, neutralized, or made 
inaccessible by these various forms of institutional stasis is, at 
its core, a single territory: the New Testament’s own insistence 
on the nearness and historical specificity of the fulfillment it 
announces. 
 
The Book of Revelation is not a map of events located in the 
distant future of a twenty-first century readership. It is a 
prophetic document addressed to seven specific first-century 
churches, describing the most consequential transition in 
redemptive history: the complete end of the Mosaic era and the 
full establishment of the New Covenant age. That transition 
unfolded across the seventy-four-year period from 
approximately 62 CE — when Zealot violence against the early 
Christian community intensified — to 136 CE, when the Bar 
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Kokhba revolt was crushed and the Second Jewish 
Commonwealth came to its definitive end. 
 
When Revelation’s prophecies are read against that documented 
historical framework — its Semitic imagery, its urgency, its 
repeated insistence that the time is near — they become coherent 
in a way that no other interpretive framework produces. The 
book that has seemed irreducibly obscure for centuries is not 
obscure at all. It is a first-century Jewish-Christian document 
about first-century Jewish-Christian events, written to people 
who were living through them and needed to understand what 
was happening to their world. 
 
This is the New Covenant tenet that has been most consistently 
sidelined by institutional stasis across traditions: that the New 
Testament’s prophetic witness was addressed to its own 
generation, that its promises were kept within the span of that 
generation’s lifetime, and that the age in which we now live is 
the full flower of what those promises announced. That tenet 
does not fit the shape of most existing communities. But it is 
what the New Testament’s own voice demands. 
 

How Stasis Defends Itself 
 
When Christians begin to share what they have found in this 
territory, they regularly encounter a specific set of scriptural 
passages deployed as correctives: Matthew 18:15–17, Romans 
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16:17–18, Titus 3:10–11, James 5:19–20, 2 Peter 3:16–17, and 2 
John 9–11. These are genuine passages addressing genuine 
concerns. They exist to protect communities from destabilizing 
error, and that protective function is legitimate. 
 
But there is a structural irony worth noticing: these passages are 
consistently applied against those who read the New Testament’s 
timing language at face value, and in defense of interpretive 
traditions that require those plain statements to be understood as 
something other than what they say. In this application, passages 
designed to protect the community from error end up protecting 
the community’s shape from the New Testament’s own 
demands. 
 
This does not mean the people applying these passages are 
acting in bad faith. They are, in most cases, genuinely trying to 
protect something they love. But it is worth observing what is 
actually being protected — and whether the New Testament, 
given its own voice, would recognize itself in the shape that is 
being defended. 
 

The Responsibility This Creates — For All of Us 
 
It would be a serious mistake to read this talk as a basis for 
looking down on the traditions described. The phenomenon of 
institutional stasis is not their peculiarity. It is a universal feature 
of how communities function. Any community — including one 
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that has recovered prophetic territory that others have lost — can 
develop its own unwritten creeds, its own enforced shape, its 
own ways of ensuring that what it has grown comfortable 
believing is not seriously disturbed. The recovery of lost ground 
is no guarantee against the loss of different ground. 
 
The appropriate response to understanding what has happened in 
these traditions is not indignation but sobriety — and the patient, 
generous work of invitation. People who have never been given 
a map of territory their community ceased to inhabit generations 
ago cannot be held responsible for not knowing what they are 
missing. What they need is not a verdict on their tradition but 
access to what their tradition has not provided: the New 
Testament read on its own terms, in its own historical context, at 
its own stated urgency. 
 
The truth-seeker who senses a gap — who reads the New 
Testament’s insistent language about imminence and cannot 
reconcile it with what their community teaches — deserves to 
know that the gap they sense is real. They are not imagining it. 
They are not in rebellion. They are simply reading carefully 
enough to hear the New Testament’s own voice speaking past 
the shape of the tradition they inherited. 
 
That voice has always been there. It has not changed. The 
unwritten creed can sideline it for generations, but it cannot 
silence it. And when a reader — in any tradition, in any century 
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— follows it far enough, they find themselves standing on 
ground the New Testament has been occupying all along. 
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New Testament Life Workshop 
 

What the Disciplinary Texts Actually Protect 
 

A companion workshop to  
 

The Hidden Dangers of the Unwritten Creed 
 

Introduction: Why These Texts Matter 
 
Eleven texts from the New Testament and the Hebrew prophets 
are regularly cited to discipline, silence, or remove members 
who raise challenging theological findings. In most communities 
where they are invoked, they are not deployed cynically. Those 
who reach for them are genuinely trying to protect something 
they love. 
 
But protection is only as good as the understanding of what is 
actually being protected. A tool applied without understanding 
its purpose can cause serious damage — not to the threat it was 
meant to address, but to the community itself, and to the 
truth-seeker it is turned against. 
 
The purpose of this workshop is straightforward: to open each of 
these texts in its actual context, ask what it was written to 
protect, and allow participants to reach their own conclusions 
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about whether that protection applies to the situation a careful 
biblical reader actually presents. 
 
No verdicts are issued here. The texts will speak for themselves. 
 

The Eleven Texts Under Examination 
 

Matthew 18:15–17     Romans 16:17–18     Titus 3:10–11 
2 Timothy 2:16–18     Acts 20:29–31     Galatians 1:6–9 

James 5:19–20     2 Peter 3:16–17     1 John 2:19 
2 John 9–11     Isaiah 8:20 

 
Text One — Matthew 18:15–17 

 
Reading the Text 

 
Matthew 18:15–17   
 

“If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you 
and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your brother. But if 
he does not listen, take one or two others along with you, that every 
charge may be established by the evidence of two or three witnesses. If 
he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church. And if he refuses to 
listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax 
collector.” 
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Context and Occasion 
 
This passage appears in a sustained section of Matthew 18 
devoted entirely to relationships within the community. The 
specific occasion is a sin committed by one person against 
another: “if your brother sins against you.” The procedure Jesus 
outlines is a reconciliation process, not a doctrinal enforcement 
mechanism. Its entire movement is toward restoration — at each 
stage the goal is the same: “you have gained your brother.” 
 
The passage addresses the breakdown of a personal relationship. 
It has nothing to say about the situation of a member who has 
studied the prophetic texts carefully and reached conclusions the 
community has not yet reached. 
 

The Tax Collector: What Jesus Actually Said 
 
The phrase most frequently weaponized is the last one: “let him 
be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.” Centuries of 
interpretive tradition have read this as a license for social 
contempt — for shunning, ostracism, and public disgrace. That 
reading does not survive contact with the Gospel of Matthew 
itself. 
 
Consider what Jesus actually did with Gentiles and tax 
collectors throughout His ministry. He ate with them. He sought 
them out. He held them up, on occasion, as examples of faith 
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that put the religious establishment to shame. And the author of 
the very Gospel in which this verse appears — Matthew himself 
— was a tax collector whom Jesus called to be one of the twelve 
and then sat down to dine with. 
 
A note on the historical setting 
 
A first-century Jewish peasant living under Roman occupation 
did not have the luxury of treating a publican with open 
contempt or ostentatious shunning. The tax collectors operated 
under the direct authority of the Roman empire. The social and 
legal consequences of publicly disgracing a publican were real 
and potentially severe. Whatever a Jewish person felt privately, 
they navigated that relationship with a baseline of civil respect, 
because the alternative was dangerous. 
 
Jesus was describing something His hearers lived every day: the 
maintenance of ordinary human dignity toward someone with 
whom genuine intimacy was impossible. That is what Matthew 
18:17 authorizes — honest relational distance, not cruelty or 
disgrace. 
 

What This Text Genuinely Protects 
 
Matthew 18:15–17 protects the relational integrity of a 
community when a genuine interpersonal wrong has been done. 
It provides a just and graduated process for seeking restoration. 
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It does not protect a community’s inherited interpretive 
framework from examination by a careful reader. 
 

Discussion Questions 
 
1.  What specific harm does Jesus describe as the occasion for 
this procedure? How does that compare to the situation of 
someone sharing a biblical finding? 
 
2.  What does Jesus’ own practice with tax collectors tell us 
about the meaning of the phrase in verse 17? 
 
3.  What is preserved, and what is not, when a relationship is 
held at the “tax collector” distance Jesus describes? 

 
Text Two — Romans 16:17–18 

 
Reading the Text 

 
Romans 16:17–18   
 

“I appeal to you, brothers, to watch out for those who cause divisions 
and create obstacles contrary to the doctrine that you have been taught; 
avoid them. For such persons do not serve our Lord Christ, but their 
own appetites, and by smooth talk and flattery they deceive the hearts 
of the naive.” 
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Context and Occasion 
 
Paul writes at the close of his most substantial theological letter. 
Two identifying marks define the people he is describing: they 
serve their own appetites, and their method is smooth talk and 
flattery. They are self-interested operators whose teaching serves 
their personal advancement, working through charm and social 
manipulation rather than careful exegetical demonstration. 
 
The person who has spent serious time in the prophetic texts and 
arrived at costly, inconvenient conclusions is neither of these 
things. They are not self-serving — the findings they bring put 
them at risk, not at advantage. And they do not rely on flattery; 
they rely on the text and the historical record. 
 

What This Text Genuinely Protects 
 
Romans 16:17–18 protects a community from operators whose 
motives and methods are visible over time. It does not protect a 
community from careful readers who bring uncomfortable 
findings. The careful reader’s profile — costly discovery, 
documented argument, no personal advantage — is essentially 
the opposite of the profile Paul describes. 
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Discussion Questions 
 
1.  What two marks does Paul identify in the people he warns 
against? Are those marks present in someone who raises a 
careful exegetical finding? 
 
2.  What does it mean to serve one’s own appetites in a religious 
context? 
 
3.  Could Paul’s warning apply to those who resist correction for 
reasons of institutional self-interest? 
 

Text Three — Titus 3:10–11 
 

Reading the Text 
 
Titus 3:10–11   

 
“As for a person who stirs up division, after warning him once and then 
twice, have nothing more to do with him, knowing that such a person is 
warped and sinful; he is self-condemned.” 

 
Context and Occasion 
 
Paul writes to Titus in the context of establishing ordered 
community life. The person described here is the divisive person 
— one who persistently stirs up strife after having received 
patient correction on two separate occasions. The key word is 
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“divisive”: this describes a pattern of behavior that tears the 
community apart, not someone who presents a finding and 
invites examination. 
 
The process Paul outlines is notably gradual: one warning, then 
a second. Only after both have been refused is the community 
instructed to step back. It bears noting that the 
self-condemnation Paul refers to is the product of persistent, 
corrected, unrepentant divisiveness — not of holding an 
unconventional theological position. 
 

What This Text Genuinely Protects 
 
Titus 3:10–11 protects a community from the person who has 
made disruption itself their habit. It does not address the person 
who raises a serious exegetical finding with integrity and 
without a divisive motive. 
 

Discussion Questions 
 
1.  How many warnings does Paul require before action is 
taken? What does that tell us about the kind of situation he has 
in mind? 
 
2.  What is the difference between persistently stirring up strife 
and persistently raising a documented biblical argument? 
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3.  Is it possible that refusing to engage a serious finding could 
itself constitute a form of division? 
 

Text Four — 2 Timothy 2:16–18 
 
Reading the Text 
 
2 Timothy 2:16–18   
 

“But avoid irreverent babble, for it will lead people into more and more 
ungodliness, and their talk will spread like gangrene. Among them are 
Hymenaeus and Philetus, who have swerved from the truth, saying that 
the resurrection has already happened. They are upsetting the faith of 
some.” 

 
Context and Occasion 
 
This passage is among the most frequently deployed against 
those who hold a fulfilled eschatological position, and the reason 
is obvious: Hymenaeus and Philetus said “the resurrection has 
already happened,” and the argument runs — you are saying 
something similar, therefore you belong in the same category. 
 
The argument deserves a careful answer, because it is not 
frivolous. But it requires understanding what Hymenaeus and 
Philetus were actually denying — and what they were not. 
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The error Paul identifies is not a matter of eschatological timing. 
It is a denial of the bodily resurrection as such. The wider 
context of Paul’s letters makes clear that the heresy in view was 
a proto-gnostic position that spiritualized the resurrection 
entirely — holding that genuine resurrection was a purely 
interior, spiritual event that had already occurred at conversion, 
with no future bodily dimension at all. This is the position Paul 
combats at length in 1 Corinthians 15, where his concern is 
precisely that some were saying “there is no resurrection of the 
dead.” 
 
The Atavist position is not this. It holds that the general 
resurrection of the dead is a realized New Covenant reality, not a 
denial of resurrection. The distinction is between denying the 
resurrection and locating its fulfillment within the New 
Covenant framework the New Testament announces. That is a 
question of when and how, not of whether. 
 
Furthermore, Paul’s descriptor “irreverent babble” — the Greek 
kenophonia, meaning empty or vain chatter — identifies the 
manner and motive, not merely the content. The person who 
brings careful historical and exegetical documentation to their 
position is not engaged in kenophonia. Vain chatter is the 
opposite of disciplined textual and historical argument. 
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What This Text Genuinely Protects 
 
2 Timothy 2:16–18 protects against the denial of the resurrection 
as a real event — the gnostic spiritualization that evacuates 
bodily resurrection of any meaning. It is not a prohibition on 
fulfilled eschatology as such. The question it raises, applied to 
any position, is not “has this person said the resurrection has 
happened?” but “has this person denied the reality of the 
resurrection?” Those are different questions with different 
answers. 
 

Discussion Questions 
 
1.  What specifically did Hymenaeus and Philetus deny? How 
does their position differ from a fulfilled eschatological reading 
that affirms the resurrection? 
 
2.  What does kenophonia — irreverent babble — describe? 
Does careful, documented exegetical argument fit that 
description? 
 
3.  Is the question “when did the resurrection occur?” the same 
question as “did the resurrection occur?” Why does that 
distinction matter here? 
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Text Five — Acts 20:29–31 
 

Reading the Text 
 

Acts 20:29–31  “I know that after my departure fierce wolves 
will come in among you, not sparing the flock; and from among 
your own selves will arise men speaking twisted things, to draw 
away the disciples after them. Therefore be alert, remembering 
that for three years I did not cease night or day to admonish 
every one with tears.” 
 
Context and Occasion 
 
Paul addresses the Ephesian elders at Miletus, warning them of 
what will come after his departure. The passage has been 
applied to those who raise discrepancies in a community’s 
inherited theological framework, with the implication that such a 
person is one of the wolves Paul foresees. 
 
But Paul’s description of the wolves is precise, and it does not fit 
the profile of a careful truth-seeker. He identifies two categories: 
fierce wolves coming in from outside, and men arising from 
within who speak twisted things “to draw away the disciples 
after them.” The second phrase is the critical one. The wolves 
Paul warns against are empire-builders — people whose goal is 
to draw a following to themselves, to create a separate 
community centred on their own authority and personality. 
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The person who brings a documented biblical finding to their 
community is typically doing the opposite of this. They are not 
drawing disciples after themselves. They are pointing away from 
themselves — toward the text, the historical record, and the New 
Testament’s own stated urgency. They have no interest in 
founding a rival community around their own person. They are 
asking their existing community to look more carefully at what 
the New Testament says. 
 
There is also a structural irony worth naming carefully. Paul 
says the wolves arise “from among your own selves” — that is, 
from within the leadership of the community. The warning about 
insider threats is aimed at those who hold positions of influence 
and use them to redirect the community’s loyalty toward 
themselves. Applying this warning to a lay member who raises a 
careful exegetical question reverses the direction of the text 
entirely. 
 

What This Text Genuinely Protects 
 
Acts 20:29–31 protects a community against charismatic leaders 
— internal and external — who exploit their position to fracture 
the community and build a personal following. It is a warning 
about the abuse of influence, not a prohibition on raising 
theological questions. 
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Discussion Questions 
 
1.  What specific goal does Paul identify in the wolves — 
particularly those arising from within? Is that goal present in 
someone who raises a careful biblical finding? 
 
2.  To whom does Paul address this warning? What does that tell 
us about the profile of the wolves he has in mind? 
 
3.  What would it look like to apply Acts 20:29–31 to the 
situation of institutional leadership that suppresses a legitimate 
finding? 
 

Text Six — Galatians 1:6–9 
 

Reading the Text 
 
Galatians 1:6–9   
 

“I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting him who called you 
in the grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel — not that 
there is another one, but there are some who trouble you and want to 
distort the gospel of Christ. But even if we or an angel from heaven 
should preach to you a gospel contrary to what we preached to you, let 
him be accursed. As we have said before, so now I say again: If anyone 
is preaching to you a gospel contrary to the one you received, let him 
be accursed.” 

 



15 

Context and Occasion 
 
Galatians 1:6–9 is Paul’s most severe statement about doctrinal 
deviation, and its severity is invoked to argue that a fulfilled 
eschatological position constitutes a “different gospel” — and 
that those who hold it fall under the apostolic anathema. The 
argument depends on a prior claim: that eschatology is a 
peripheral or ancillary matter, separable from the gospel Paul 
preached, such that a different eschatological conclusion can be 
reached without touching the gospel itself. 
 
That prior claim is not sustainable on Paul’s own terms. 
 
The gospel Paul preached was not an abstract doctrinal system 
from which eschatology could be removed like an optional 
module. It was a gospel of announcement — the declaration that 
the promised age had arrived in Christ, that the powers of the 
old era were being overthrown, that the kingdom was being 
established, and that these things were happening now, in the 
generation of Paul’s readers. Eschatological fulfillment was not 
ancillary to that gospel. It was the gospel’s own substance and 
nerve. 
 
When Paul writes to the Thessalonians about the coming of the 
Lord, when he tells the Corinthians that “the ends of the ages 
have come upon us,” when he insists to the Romans that 
“salvation is nearer to us now than when we first believed” — 
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he is not adding optional eschatological commentary to a gospel 
that could stand without it. He is stating what the gospel is 
about. 
 
To say that a more accurate understanding of what Paul’s gospel 
announced — one that takes seriously his insistence on 
imminence and fulfillment within his own generation — 
constitutes a “different gospel” is to make a claim that Paul’s 
own letters do not support. It is, in effect, to accuse Paul of 
preaching a different gospel than Paul preached. 
 
The actual “different gospel” Paul addresses in Galatians is the 
Judaizing position: the insistence that Gentile believers must be 
circumcised and keep the Mosaic law to be fully justified before 
God. That is a departure from grace. The fulfilled eschatological 
position does not touch justification by grace through faith. It 
addresses when the prophetic framework of the New Testament 
was fulfilled — a question Paul himself answered with urgency 
and specificity throughout his letters. 
 

What This Text Genuinely Protects 
 
Galatians 1:6–9 protects the grace-basis of justification against 
any teaching that makes law-keeping a condition of full standing 
before God. It is one of the most important protective passages 
in the New Testament for that specific purpose. It was not 
written to prohibit a more careful reading of Paul’s own 
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eschatological announcements — and applying it to that purpose 
requires the very distortion of Paul’s gospel that the passage 
itself condemns. 
 

Discussion Questions 
 
1.  What was the “different gospel” the Galatian troublemakers 
were preaching? What was at stake in it? 
 
2.  Is eschatological fulfillment ancillary to the gospel Paul 
preached, or integral to it? What do Paul’s own letters say? 
 
3.  Does a fulfilled eschatological position alter the grace-basis 
of justification? If not, does Galatians 1:6–9 apply to it? 

 
Text Seven — James 5:19–20 

 
Reading the Text 

 
James 5:19–20   
 

“My brothers, if anyone among you wanders from the truth and 
someone brings him back, let him know that whoever brings back a 
sinner from his wandering will save his soul from death and will cover 
a multitude of sins.” 
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Context and Occasion 
 
James closes his letter with a commendation of the person who 
brings a wandering brother back to the truth. The passage is 
frequently invoked by those who seek a recant from a member 
whose findings challenge the community’s framework — and it 
is invoked self-commendingly: we are the ones bringing you 
back. Our efforts to restore you are an act of pastoral care. 
 
That self-commendation deserves careful examination, because 
it contains a hidden assumption that the text itself does not 
supply: that the community doing the restoring is in possession 
of the New Testament’s own standard of truth — and that the 
person being “restored” is being returned to that standard. 
 
But what if the community is not in possession of that standard?  
 
What if the inherited framework to which they are seeking to 
restore the member is itself a departure from the New 
Testament’s own teaching — a tradition that never held the 
eschatological ground the New Testament occupies? In that 
case, the restoration effort is not returning a wanderer to the 
truth. It is returning a careful reader to a stasis that was never the 
New Testament’s gold standard in the first place. 
 
James 5:19–20 commends the one who brings a brother back to 
the truth. It does not commend the one who brings a brother 
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back to the community’s inherited assumptions. Those are not 
automatically the same destination. The passage does not work 
as self-commendation unless the community can first 
demonstrate that what it is restoring the person to is genuinely 
what the New Testament teaches — not merely what the 
tradition has always believed. 
 

What This Text Genuinely Protects 
 
James 5:19–20 protects the pastoral instinct to pursue those who 
are genuinely drifting from the truth and to value their recovery. 
It commends honest, courageous engagement with a brother 
who has gone wrong. It does not resolve which party in a 
theological dispute has wandered and which has remained — 
and it cannot serve as self-commendation for a restoration effort 
that returns someone to inherited stasis rather than to the New 
Testament’s own teaching. 
 

Discussion Questions 
 
1.  What does James mean by “the truth” to which the wanderer 
is to be restored? Is that the same as the community’s inherited 
framework? 
 
2.  What would it mean to commend oneself with this passage 
while seeking a recant from someone who has read the New 
Testament more carefully? 
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3.  Is it possible for a restoration effort to return someone not to 
the New Testament’s standard but to a tradition’s stasis? How 
would a community know the difference? 
 

Text Eight — 2 Peter 3:16–17 
 

Reading the Text 
 

2 Peter 3:16–17  “...as he does in all his letters when he speaks in 
them of these matters. There are some things in them that are hard to 
understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own 
destruction, as they do the other Scriptures. You therefore, beloved, 
knowing this beforehand, take care that you are not carried away with 
the error of lawless people and lose your own stability.” 

 
Context and Occasion 
 
Peter comments on the complexity of Paul’s writings and the 
danger presented by people who twist them. Those he describes 
are identified by two characteristics: they are ignorant in the 
sense of lacking stable discipleship formation, and they are 
unstable — without the settled character that allows for sound 
judgment. They twist the Scriptures to their own destruction. 
 
The word “twist” describes a deliberate distortion of meaning — 
a wrenching of texts away from their natural sense to serve a 
predetermined conclusion. This is nearly the opposite of the 
practice of a reader who follows the text’s plain language where 
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it leads, even when that destination is unfamiliar or 
inconvenient. 
 
The person who takes the New Testament’s timing language at 
face value — who reads “this generation will not pass away” as 
referring to the first-century generation and follows that reading 
through its historical implications — is not twisting the text. 
They are refusing to twist it. The twisting, on a straightforward 
reading, belongs to the tradition that requires those plain 
statements to mean something other than what they say. 
 

What This Text Genuinely Protects 
 
2 Peter 3:16–17 protects against those who manipulate scriptural 
texts for purposes other than understanding them. Ironically, the 
stability Peter commends is precisely what equips a reader to 
notice when a long-inherited interpretive tradition has itself been 
doing the twisting. 
 

Discussion Questions 
 
1.  What does Peter mean by “twist”? What does twisting a text 
actually look like in practice? 
 
2.  Is reading a text’s plain timing language at face value an 
example of twisting, or of refusing to twist? 
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3.  What qualities does Peter commend in the believer who can 
resist distortion? Are those qualities compatible with 
re-examining inherited assumptions? 
 

Text Nine — 1 John 2:19 
 

Reading the Text 
 

1 John 2:19  “They went out from us, but they were not of us; for if 
they had been of us, they would have continued with us. But they went 
out, that it might become plain that they all are not of us.” 

 
Context and Occasion 
 
This verse is applied to those who have left a community after 
finding that their eschatological conclusions could not be 
accommodated within it. The argument runs: John foresaw your 
departure; your leaving proves you were never truly one of us. 
 
That application requires removing the verse entirely from its 
historical and literary context. 
 
John wrote 1 John to address a specific and identifiable crisis in 
his own generation: the departure of proto-gnostic teachers who 
had been part of the apostolic community and had now separated 
from it, taking followers with them and denying that Jesus 
Christ had come in the flesh. John names this as the work of 
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antichrist — a term he applies explicitly to contemporary 
figures, not to people living two millennia later. The “they” of 
verse 19 are people John knew, whose departure he had 
witnessed, and whose doctrinal defection he was in the process 
of addressing. 
 
The companion passage in Hebrews 6:4–8 confirms this. The 
writer of Hebrews addresses the possibility of genuine apostasy 
— falling away from what had been truly received — in the 
context of first-century Jewish Christians under severe pressure 
to return to the Mosaic system. The concern is real, serious, and 
precisely located in the historical moment of the New 
Covenant’s establishment. 
 
Neither John nor the writer of Hebrews was writing about a 
twenty-first century believer who studies the prophetic texts 
carefully, reaches historically grounded conclusions about their 
fulfillment, and finds a different fellowship as a result. Applying 
1 John 2:19 to that person requires the assumption that John 
possessed detailed knowledge of events two thousand years 
beyond his own death — and that he wrote a general 
sociological principle about community departure rather than a 
specific pastoral response to a specific apostasy he was currently 
addressing. 
 
There is also a pointed irony in this application. The departure 
John describes is a departure from the apostolic teaching — 
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from the confession that Jesus came in the flesh. The fulfilled 
eschatological reader has not departed from that confession. 
They have simply followed the apostolic teaching about 
fulfillment where it leads. If any party in this situation has 
departed from the apostolic framework, the text requires us to 
ask which reading of the New Testament — the one that takes its 
timing language seriously, or the one that explains it away — is 
more consistent with what the apostles actually preached. 
 

What This Text Genuinely Protects 
 
1 John 2:19 identifies a first-century apostasy — the departure 
of proto-gnostic teachers from the apostolic community — and 
uses it to clarify that such departure reveals a defection that was 
always present. It protects the apostolic Christological 
confession. It was not written to serve as a general verdict on 
anyone who leaves a Christian community for any reason, and 
applying it as such is a serious misreading of its occasion and 
scope. 
 

Discussion Questions 
 
1.  Who are the “they” in verse 19? What had they done, and 
what had they denied? 
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2.  What does Hebrews 6:4–8 tell us about the kind of falling 
away the New Testament addresses? Is the historical context the 
same as the situation of a fulfilled eschatological reader? 
 
3.  Does leaving a community whose framework cannot 
accommodate a careful biblical finding constitute the kind of 
departure John describes? What would need to be true for it to 
do so? 
 

Text Ten — 2 John 9–11 
 

Reading the Text 
 

2 John 9–11  “Everyone who goes on ahead and does not abide in 
the teaching of Christ, does not have God. Whoever abides in the 
teaching of Christ has both the Father and the Son. If anyone comes to 
you and does not bring this teaching, do not receive him into your 
house or give him a greeting, for whoever greets him takes part in his 
evil deeds.” 

 
Context and Occasion 
 
John writes this short letter in response to a specific crisis: the 
spread of early docetic teaching, which denied that Jesus Christ 
had come in the flesh. The “teaching of Christ” John refers to is 
not a general description of everything any Christian community 
has come to believe. It is the specific apostolic confession that 
the eternal Son of God genuinely became human. 
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The severity of John’s instruction reflects the severity of what 
was at stake. A denial of the incarnation is not a peripheral 
matter. It strikes at the identity of Christ Himself and at the basis 
of the gospel. John’s language is proportionate to that gravity. 
 
The passage is therefore a Christological boundary marker, 
precisely defined: those who do not abide in the teaching of 
Christ — those who deny the reality of His coming in the flesh.  
 
An Atavist reader who has arrived at a fulfilled eschatological 
understanding has not denied that Jesus Christ came in the flesh. 
The Christological boundary John protects is entirely intact in 
their position. Applying 2 John 9–11 to eschatological 
disagreement requires expanding the passage’s scope far beyond 
what John actually wrote. 
 

What This Text Genuinely Protects 
 
2 John 9–11 protects the Christological heart of the gospel 
against a specific and devastating denial. Its gravity belongs to 
its specific occasion. Applying it to eschatological 
disagreements dilutes the passage’s force where it genuinely 
applies, while doing injustice to the person against whom it is 
misapplied. 
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Discussion Questions 
 
1.  What specific teaching does John identify as “the teaching of 
Christ”? What is at stake in that teaching? 
 
2.  Does a fulfilled eschatological position depart from the 
teaching John identifies? Why or why not? 
 
3.  What happens to the force of a passage like this when it is 
applied beyond the scope its occasion defines? 
 

Text Eleven — Isaiah 8:20 
 

Reading the Text 
 

Isaiah 8:20  “To the teaching and to the testimony! If they will not 
speak according to this word, it is because they have no dawn.” 

 
Context and Occasion 

 
Isaiah 8:20 is invoked as a standard of doctrinal orthodoxy: the 
community’s received teaching and inherited testimony 
constitute the measure by which any new claim must be judged. 
If what you are saying does not conform to what we have always 
taught, you have no light — no dawn. 
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The verse is a fitting one to examine last, because it raises the 
most fundamental question of all: what is the teaching and 
testimony to which the prophet refers? 
 
Isaiah is not appealing to any community’s inherited 
assumptions. He is appealing to the word of God itself — to the 
revelation given through the prophets, which is to be the 
measure of all spirits and all claims. The teaching and the 
testimony are the standard precisely because they are not the 
product of any community’s tradition. They are the word to 
which every tradition must answer. 
 
Applied with this understanding, Isaiah 8:20 asks a question that 
lands very differently from how it is typically used. The 
question is not: does this person’s finding conform to our 
tradition? The question is: does our tradition conform to the 
teaching and testimony of God’s word? 
 
When a careful reader follows the New Testament’s prophetic 
and timing language where it leads — when they insist that “this 
generation” meant the first-century generation, that “the time is 
near” meant what it said, that the fulfillment Revelation 
describes belongs to the transition from 62 to 136 CE — they 
are not departing from the teaching and testimony. They are 
insisting on it. They are refusing to allow inherited tradition to 
stand over the word. They are applying Isaiah 8:20 to the 
tradition itself. 
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The irony is complete. The verse invoked to dismiss a careful 
reader’s finding is, on examination, the verse that most directly 
challenges the community’s right to treat its own inherited 
framework as the measure of the word. 
 

What This Text Genuinely Protects 
 
Isaiah 8:20 protects the primacy and authority of God’s revealed 
word over every human tradition, every inherited assumption, 
and every community’s self-understanding. It is a call to hold 
every teaching — including the community’s own — 
accountable to the word that stands over it. Applied honestly, it 
is not a weapon against the careful reader. It is a searching 
question addressed to every community that invokes it. 
 

Discussion Questions 
 
1.  What is the “teaching and testimony” Isaiah refers to? Is that 
the same as any particular community’s inherited doctrinal 
framework? 
 
2.  If Isaiah 8:20 is the standard, how does a community 
determine whether its own tradition meets it? 
 
3.  What would it mean to apply Isaiah 8:20 honestly to the 
community invoking it, rather than to the person it is invoked 
against? 
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A Second Category: Texts Deployed Against the Mind 

 
The eleven texts examined above are deployed externally — as 
institutional instruments to discipline, remove, silence, or 
formally discredit the person who has raised a challenging 
finding. They operate at the level of the community’s 
relationship with the individual. 
 
The two texts in this section work differently. They are aimed 
not at the community’s relationship with the person, but at the 
person’s relationship with their own mind. Their purpose, when 
weaponized, is to induce trepidation — to make the truth-seeker 
distrust what their own eyes have seen in the text, to introduce 
enough psychological vertigo that the discovery loses its grip 
before it can be fully formed or freely shared. 
 
That is a different operation, and in some ways a more insidious 
one. It does not require the community to act at all. If successful, 
it causes the person to act against themselves. 
 

Text Twelve — Proverbs 14:12 
 

Reading the Text 
 

Proverbs 14:12  “There is a way that seems right to a man, but its 
end is the way of death.” 
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Proverbs 16:25  “There is a way that seems right to a man, but its 
end is the way of death.” 

 
The identical proverb appears twice in the book — at 14:12 and 
again verbatim at 16:25 — a repetition that signals the ancient 
wisdom tradition’s judgment of its importance. 
 

How It Is Weaponized 
 

Applied to a truth-seeker who has reached new conclusions 
through careful study, the proverb is deployed to say something 
like this: your discovery feels right to you — it has the clarity 
and conviction of genuine insight — but that is precisely what a 
dangerous self-deception feels like from the inside. The very 
confidence you feel is the warning sign. The way that seems 
right leads to death. 
 
The psychological effect, when this lands on someone already 
isolated by an asymmetrical discovery, is significant. It converts 
the clarity of a genuine finding into evidence against itself. The 
more certain the person feels that they are reading the text 
correctly, the more the proverb can be invoked to make that 
certainty feel like the symptom of a fatal self-deception. It is a 
move that leaves almost no ground to stand on, because it 
disqualifies not the argument but the arguer’s capacity to trust 
their own perception. 
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What the Text Actually Says 
 
Proverbs 14:12 is a general wisdom observation about the 
human tendency toward self-justifying moral and practical 
choices — the paths we take because they suit us, because they 
are convenient, because they flatter our preferences, because 
they allow us to avoid difficulty. The “way that seems right” is 
the path of least resistance dressed up as wisdom. 
 
The person who has followed the New Testament’s prophetic 
language where it leads — past the point their tradition was 
comfortable with, at personal cost, against the pressure of 
community and relationship — has not taken the path of least 
resistance. They have taken the path of most resistance. What 
they have found has disrupted their social world, complicated 
their relationships, and placed them at odds with people they 
love and respect. That is the opposite of the easy, self-flattering 
path the proverb describes. 
 
Furthermore, the proverb is a general maxim, not a 
hermeneutical principle. It addresses the human tendency toward 
self-justification in life decisions, not the practice of textual 
study. Applied as a prohibition on following careful exegetical 
work to its conclusions, it would equally prohibit every doctrinal 
advance the church has ever made — including the Reformation 
itself, whose conclusions seemed right to Luther and seemed 
fatal to those who opposed him. 
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And there is a final irony worth naming. Proverbs 14:12 can be 
applied with at least equal force to the community that trusts its 
inherited tradition without examination — the community that 
takes the way it has always read the Bible because that way is 
familiar, comfortable, and socially uncostly. That, too, is a way 
that seems right to a man. 
 

What This Text Genuinely Addresses 
 
Proverbs 14:12 is a salutary warning against self-deception in 
moral reasoning and practical life choices — against the human 
tendency to rationalize the paths that serve our own preferences. 
It calls for humility and honest self-examination. Received with 
that intention, it is a word every careful truth-seeker should take 
seriously. It becomes a weapon only when it is aimed at the 
person’s capacity to trust their own reading of the text — a 
purpose for which it was not written. 
 

Discussion Questions 
 
1.  What kind of “way” does the proverb have in mind? Is 
careful, costly textual study that disrupts your social world an 
example of that way? 
 
2.  Could Proverbs 14:12 be applied with equal or greater force 
to the person who trusts an inherited tradition without 
examination? Why or why not? 
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3.  What is the difference between the humility this proverb 
genuinely calls for and the trepidation it is sometimes used to 
induce? 
 

Text Thirteen — 2 Thessalonians 2:11 
 

Reading the Text 
 

2 Thessalonians 2:3–4, 9–12  “Let no one deceive you in any 
way. For that day will not come, unless the rebellion comes first, and 
the man of lawlessness is revealed, the son of destruction, who opposes 
and exalts himself against every so-called god or object of worship, so 
that he takes his seat in the temple of God, proclaiming himself to be 
God... The coming of the lawless one is by the activity of Satan with all 
power and false signs and wonders, and with all wicked deception for 
those who are perishing, because they refused to love the truth and so 
be saved. Therefore God sends them a strong delusion, so that they may 
believe what is false, in order that all may be condemned who did not 
believe the truth but had pleasure in unrighteousness.” 

 
How It Is Weaponized 

 
This is the most psychologically devastating text in the entire 
arsenal, because when it is applied to a truth-seeker, it attributes 
their new understanding not to careful reading but to divine 
judicial punishment. The argument runs: God sends strong 
delusions to those who have gone wrong. What you think you 
are seeing in the text may not be insight — it may be the 
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delusion God has sent you. Your very confidence is the evidence 
of your condition. 
 
Combined with Proverbs 14:12 — which already made the 
person distrust their own perception — this text completes the 
collapse. Proverbs 14:12 says: your mind may be deceiving you. 
2 Thessalonians 2:11 says: God may be the one doing the 
deceiving. There is almost no psychological ground left to stand 
on after that combination is delivered to someone who is 
genuinely devout and already under social pressure from their 
community. 
 
The move is, in effect, an attempt to make a person’s love of 
truth feel like the symptom of a divinely-ordained damnation. 
 

What the Text Actually Says: The Historical Fulfillment 
 
Paul’s strong delusion is not a free-floating theological principle 
applicable to any person in any age who reaches conclusions a 
community disapproves of. It is a specific first-century prophecy 
with a documented, datable, and devastating historical 
fulfillment — one that Josephus records with harrowing 
precision. 
 
The context Paul establishes is the man of lawlessness taking his 
seat in the Temple of God, proclaiming himself to be God. This 
belongs to the catastrophic events surrounding Jerusalem’s siege 
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and the desecration of the Second Temple in 70 CE — events 
Jesus had anticipated in explicit and urgent detail in Matthew 
24:15–25. 
 
Jesus gave His followers a specific and unambiguous 
instruction: when you see the abomination of desolation 
standing in the holy place — when you see the Temple occupied 
by the seditious forces — flee immediately. Do not return for 
anything. Do not linger. Flee to the mountains. Those who 
stayed in the city when that sign appeared would not escape. 
Those who heeded the plain word of Christ and fled would be 
saved. 
 
The false prophets Paul warns about in 2 Thessalonians 2 are 
precisely the prophets Jesus had warned about in Matthew 24:24 
— those who would arise with false signs and wonders, 
claiming divine authority, drawing people away from the plain 
instruction of Christ toward promises of miraculous institutional 
deliverance. Their work, and its outcome, is documented by 
Josephus in Wars, Book 6. 
 

Josephus, Wars of the Jews 6.5.2 —  
The Fulfillment of the Strong Delusion 

 
On the day the Romans set fire to the Temple’s outer courts, a 
false prophet publicly proclaimed that God commanded the 
people to ascend to the Temple, where they would receive 
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miraculous signs of their deliverance. Josephus records that 
approximately six thousand people — women, children, and a 
great mixed multitude — crowded into the cloisters of the outer 
court on the strength of that promise. Before Caesar had given 
any orders about these people, the soldiers set the cloister on 
fire. Some threw themselves from the heights; others perished in 
the flames. Josephus is explicit: not one of them escaped with 
their life. 
 
He identifies the mechanism precisely: there were at that time a 
great number of false prophets suborned by the city’s political 
leaders to prevent desertion, keeping people in place by buoying 
them with hopes of miraculous deliverance. The false prophet 
who sent the six thousand to the Temple was the instrument of 
that policy — and the strong delusion Paul had prophesied took 
its final, most terrible form in that cloister on that day. 
 
The people who received the strong delusion are therefore not an 
anonymous theological category. They are historically 
identifiable. They are the people who trusted institutional 
religious authority — false prophets operating in the service of 
the city’s political leadership — over the plain and explicit 
instruction of Christ. Jesus had said flee. The false prophets said 
stay; ascend to the Temple; wait for miraculous deliverance 
there. The people who believed the false prophets over Christ 
perished to the last person in that courtyard. 
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The structural contrast could not be more complete. The Atavist 
reader threatened with this passage has done precisely the 
opposite of what the strong delusion’s victims did. They have 
followed the plain word of the New Testament past the point 
their tradition was comfortable with, at personal cost, against the 
pressure of institutional loyalty. Paul’s strong delusion fell on 
people who could not bring themselves to hear the plain word 
when their lives depended on it. By Paul’s own historical logic, 
it cannot fall on those who have made following the plain word 
their defining commitment. 
 
Paul’s own criterion confirms this without remainder. Those 
who received the delusion refused to love the truth and took 
pleasure in unrighteousness. The person who has followed the 
New Testament’s prophetic language carefully — disrupting 
relationships, forfeiting community belonging, bearing the 
weight of asymmetrical discovery — has demonstrated by the 
cost they bear that they love the truth. That is, by Paul’s own 
terms, the condition that guards against the strong delusion. It is 
the opposite of the condition that attracts it. 
 
There is a final irony the passage cannot escape. The 
communities most likely to invoke 2 Thessalonians 2:11 against 
fulfilled eschatological readers are communities whose inherited 
frameworks have consistently explained away the New 
Testament’s own timing language — precisely the timing 
language Jesus used when He told His followers to flee 
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Jerusalem before it was too late. If Paul’s criterion is applied 
honestly — the refusal to love the truth — that question belongs 
first to the tradition that has resisted the text’s stated urgency for 
generations, not to the reader who has finally taken it seriously. 
 

What This Text Genuinely Addresses 
 
2 Thessalonians 2:11 is a specific first-century prophecy about a 
specific first-century judgment: the divine giving-over of those 
who refused to heed the plain instruction of Christ and instead 
trusted false promises of miraculous institutional deliverance. Its 
fulfillment is documented in Josephus. It is a sobering passage 
about the gravity of choosing institutional comfort over the plain 
word of Christ when that word demands a costly and disruptive 
response. Received honestly, it is a call to love the truth at 
whatever personal cost. It becomes a weapon only when it is 
inverted — turned against the very disposition it commends and 
the very people it was written to protect. 
 

Discussion Questions 
 
1.  What specific historical event does Paul’s prophecy address? 
Who are the people who received the strong delusion, and what 
choice did they make? 
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2.  What does Josephus, Wars of the Jews 6.5.2 tell us about the 
fulfillment of Paul’s warning? What was the decisive factor in 
the destruction of those six thousand people? 
 
3.  Jesus said flee; the false prophets said stay and trust the 
Temple. Who in a present-day theological dispute more closely 
resembles those who stayed — the one who follows the plain 
word of the New Testament, or the one who trusts the 
community’s institutional assurances over it? 
 

A Note on These Two Texts 
 
Because these texts operate at the level of a person’s confidence 
in their own mind and their own standing before God, they 
require a specific pastoral response. It is not enough to show that 
the texts have been misapplied. The person who has had these 
passages directed at them needs to recover something more 
fundamental: the recognition that loving the truth enough to 
follow it past the point of social comfort is not the mark of 
someone under divine judgment. It is the mark of someone who 
has understood what the New Testament asks of its readers. 
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Synthesis: What All Thirteen Texts Protect —  
and What They Do Not 

 
Having examined each passage in its own context, a pattern 
becomes visible across two distinct categories of misapplication. 
 

Category One: External Disciplinary Instruments 
 
Texts deployed to discipline, silence, or remove the person from 
the community: 
 
4.  The gnostic denial of the resurrection as a real event (2 
Timothy 2) 
 
5.  Charismatic leaders who fracture the community to build a 
personal following (Acts 20) 
 
6.  The addition of law-keeping as a condition of full 
justification before God (Galatians 1) 
 
7.  Restoration to the New Testament’s own truth — not to 
inherited stasis (James 5) 
 
8.  The twisting of scriptural texts to serve predetermined 
conclusions (2 Peter 3) 
 



42 

9.  A first-century apostasy from the apostolic Christological 
confession (1 John 2) 
 
10. The denial that Jesus Christ came in the flesh (2 John 9) 
 
11. Any tradition failing to conform to the word of God itself 
(Isaiah 8) 
 

Category Two: Texts Deployed to Induce Self-Doubt 
 
Texts aimed at the person’s confidence in their own mind and 
standing before God: 
 
12. The general warning against self-justifying moral choices — 
misapplied to make textual clarity feel like self-deception 
(Proverbs 14:12) 
 
13. The divine judicial act against those who wilfully refused 
truth — misapplied to make love of truth feel like the symptom 
of damnation (2 Thessalonians 2:11) 
 
None of these protections was written for the situation of a 
truth-seeker who has followed the New Testament’s prophetic 
and timing language carefully, arrived at historically grounded 
conclusions, and brought those conclusions to the community in 
good faith. 
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Several of the texts, when examined honestly, apply with greater 
natural force in the opposite direction: to the tradition that 
explains away the New Testament’s plain timing language, to 
the leadership that discourages independent verification, to the 
restoration effort that returns someone to stasis rather than to 
what the New Testament teaches, and to the community that 
invokes Isaiah’s standard without submitting to it. 
 
The two texts in the second category carry a particular sting, 
because they are not aimed at the community’s institutional 
relationship with the person — they are aimed at the person’s 
relationship with their own mind. A community that deploys 
Proverbs 14:12 and 2 Thessalonians 2:11 against a careful reader 
is not protecting itself from error. It is attempting to make the 
reader’s love of truth feel like the very thing Paul says protects 
against delusion — and that is a serious misuse of both passages. 
This is not a comfortable conclusion. But it is the conclusion the 
texts themselves support when they are read in their own 
context, for their own purposes, without the distorting pressure 
of institutional stasis. 
 

Closing Reflection 
 
The goal of this workshop has not been to dismantle the 
community’s capacity to protect itself. That capacity is real and 
necessary. The goal has been to ensure that the community’s 
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protective instruments are understood — and therefore applied 
— with precision. 
 
The disciplinary texts of the New Testament are not blunt 
instruments. They were written with specific occasions in mind, 
for specific purposes, to address specific and identifiable threats. 
 
 When they are applied broadly (or carelessly or maliciously), 
they lose their precision — and with it, their protective function.  
 
The community that deploys them against careful truth-seekers 
has, ironically, left itself more vulnerable to the actual threats 
those passages were written to guard against. 
 
The texts in the second category carry an additional 
responsibility. A community that attempts to make a person 
doubt the clarity of their own careful reading — that converts a 
love of truth into grounds for self-suspicion — is not performing 
a pastoral act. It is performing a psychological one. The person 
who has been on the receiving end of that move deserves to 
know, plainly and without qualification, that Paul’s own words 
name loving the truth as the condition that protects against 
delusion. Following the text carefully, at personal cost, against 
social pressure, is not the symptom of a divine judgment. It is its 
opposite. 
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The New Testament does not need its protective texts 
misapplied on its behalf. It needs readers who understand them 
well enough to use them rightly — and humble enough to ask, in 
any given situation, whether what is actually being protected is 
the gospel, or simply the shape the community has grown 
accustomed to. 
 

A Final Question for Personal Reflection 
 
In any community you have been part of, have you observed one 
of these thirteen texts being applied in a situation it was not 
written to address? What was the effect — on the person, on the 
community, and on the text itself? 
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